My Journey into Hell: Khe Sanh
Rhonda Renee Sherran

As I'm taking a long awaited shower (it's probably been at least a month) in the
makeshift shower stall by the water trailer someone yells, INCOMING. I immediately
grab my rifle and start to run for the nearest bunker. I'm running as fast as I can with
RPG's and mortars hitting the runway and machine gun fire popping all around me.
The run to the bunker seems forever, but I finally reach it and dive in as dust and dirt
fall in with me. I'm cowering in the bunker waiting for the barrage to get over with
and praying we don't get hit.
Finally, there is an eerie silence as the enemy retreats to regroup and start the
torture all over again the next day. As I'm trying to calm down and get my heart to
stop beating so hard, I hear laughter and the Sargent says, "Hey Corporal did you
forget something?" Everyone in the bunker cracks up laughing.
I am completely naked. If I wasn't so scared I might actually give a shit. Without
saying a word, I grab my rifle, sling it over my shoulder and jump out of the bunker. I
start walking across the runway in all my manly glory to the shower stall to retrieve
my clothes as I hear laughter and whistles all around me.
As I'm walking, the Major passes me. I snap a salute and keep walking. I hear
him bellow, "Corporal, get back here." I walk back, snap a salute and say "YES SIR?"
He says, "Have you lost your fuckin' mind, Corporal?" Without missing a beat I say,
"SIR, I have lost my fuckin' mind and need to be sent home, SIR."
The Major starts to laugh, "Me, too, Corporal. Carry on." I walk back to the
shower stall with my rifle slung over my shoulder thinking it's just another day at Khe
Sanh.
When I was deployed to the Khe Sanh Marine Base in Vietnam, I thought it
might be an easy tour. I could wait out my time and go home. I had no idea this base
was a portal to hell, and I was going to be stuck in the middle of it.
The base is surrounded by dense foliage, bamboo thickets, elephant grass, and it
is ruggedly beautiful. It is high in the mountains, and occasionally you can spot an
elephant roaming around. It is so high up that the clouds sweep along the ground in
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small white patches. When I walk through them I feel like I am going to be swept up
and taken to heaven. I think how wonderful it would be here, if we weren't all trying
to kill each other.
"Hey Corporal, get your head out of the clouds and start filling those sandbags
and reinforcing the bunkers," the Lt. screams. "YES SIR. Right away, SIR," I yell
back. I always seem to be drifting in and out of reality. It's the only way I mow how
to survive.
Shit, no mail again. It's all I wait for. I need that contact from home. The stuff like
bandages and bullets are getting the highest priority now. The documents taken off the
North Vietnamese Army dead are indicating something big is going to happen soon.
Our recon patrols are noticing new trails and more NVA recon missions.
I'm scared all the time and have trouble sleeping. I've always had trouble
sleeping in my cold cramped foxhole, but this is different. I pray every night that I will
make it through one more day. I hate the waiting. It's the worst part.
My first clue was when the Montagnards from the mountain tribes stopped
coming around the base to scavenge and beg for whatever they could. They mow
something is going to happen, so they've gotten the hell out of here. Sure wish I
could.
Just as I'm trying to get a few hours of sleep, I hear a terrifying explosion, then
another. The explosions sound like they're coming from the ammunition supply point.
I grab my rifle and hear someone yell, "The ASP's been hit." I plead, oh God, please
not the ammo dump.
I start running for the nearest bunker with my chest feeling like it's going to
explode. I'm sweating profusely. I can smell the teargas from the ammo dump, and I
hope the bunker has gas masks. It's pure hell with hits coming from both the NVA and
the ammo dump.
By the grace of God, I finally reach the bunker. I dive in as someone throws me a
gas mask. It sounds like World War III has started with rounds exploding all over. I
don't know what would be worse-- getting killed by an incoming rocket or getting
gassed. At least the gas would be relatively quick and painless. It's amazing how you
can calmly think about the best way to die.
The radios are blasting about incoming rounds, and I feel like screaming, NO
SHIT!
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After what seems like days, we're told we can get out of the bunkers. They say be
careful. Again, NO SHIT. Explosions are still going off around the ammo dunlP and
NYA snipers have been spotted.
I get out of the bunker and start walking around to assess the damage and see
who's alive and who's dead. The base looks like the surface of the moon with craters
everywhere. As I'm walking around, I see tents burned to the ground, vehicles blasted
away, tom sandbags everywhere and pieces of gear blown all over the place. I can see
flashes of light and hear rounds popping fi'om the direction of the dump.
We are all walking around in a daze. It doesn't even look like a combat base
anymore. I keep thinking this can 't be real. The base looks like an atomic bomb
has hit it.
The NVA could easily punch through our defense lines and annihilate us. I don't
think any of us has the strength to repel another assault. We can't even get to the
ammo dump for ammunition.
I head to the east end of the base to the sniper bunker. My best buddy Ronnie is
there. I'm worried because the east end is where the dump is, and that area sustained
the worst damage. As I'm walking I'm thinking about how Ronnie and I met on the
chopper taking us to Khe Sanh, and how we immediately became the best of buddies.
He's a big farm boy from Kansas who can shoot a fly off the side ofa barn, so the
Marines trained him as a sniper.
Whenever we get together, I make fun of him and call him a big dumb farm kid. I
rattle his cage by telling him the Kansas state tree is the telephone pole and the state
flower is a com stalk. He gets so mad at me. He loves that state.
He is really intelligent though, and we have great conversations. I never let him
know how sharp I think he is. He told me that when he got out of the Marines he was
going to go to college and become a university professor. I teased him and told him no
university would hire a Kansas farm boy as dumb as dirt. He pretended to be pissed,
but he knew I was just screwing arowld with hinl.
When I get to the sniper bWlker, I see one of the other snipers and ask him
where Ronnie is. He points to a bunker and I crawl in. I see the Lt. standing next to
a body covered with a poncho. Not Ronnie, I think. The Lt. looks at me and says,
"I'm sorry, CorporaL"
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I tell the Lt. I want to be left alone with Ronnie. The Lt. picks up his pistol and
crawls out of the bunker without saying a word. I go over to Ronnie 's body and sit
next to him to keep him company until they take him out.
I ask him why he went and got himself killed. I have new Kansas jokes I want to
tell him. I tell him I plrumed on coming to Kansas when he graduated from college. I
wanted to see his farm. I tell him I think he is one of the smartest guys I've ever met
and would have made a terrific university professor. I tell him some of the best times I
ever had were with him.
The tears start to come. I lay my head on his chest and cry and cry. He would
have contributed so much to this world. I tell him I will never forget him. I feel a hand
on my shoulder. It's the Lt. telling me they're airlifting the body from the base. I crawl
out ofthe bunker and start walking. I wonder how much more I have to endure.
I'm getting whiffs of teargas from the dump, but I don't want to put on my gas
mask. I want to let the tears come. I continue walking aimlessly around the base
assessing the damage and helping out where I can. I feel like I'm living a nightmare
that won't end. I want to put a pistol to my head. Death cannot be any worse than this.
The detonations and secondary fires continue for days. There is nothing we can
do but let them burn out. I'm sure the NVA are enjoying the fireworks display and
laughing at us as we run around like chickens with our heads cut off.
We've lost the majority of our anuno, but we've managed to scavenge some here
and there. I keep worrying the NVA are going to bring in reinforcements and overrun
us. Not a day goes by that we aren't getting hit with rounds. You become paranoid
when the noise finally does stop. In a way, the noise is comforting. It's predictable,
and you know what's going on. It's the eerie silence that drives you crazy. I'm always
wondering if they 're massing on the perimeter and getting ready for the big assault.
At night they're so close to the perimeter I can hear them talking and rustling
around. I'm not sure if they're really doing anything or just driving us all crazy.
Occasionally, one of our snipers will wait until one of them peeks up and then up on
him. You would think that would scare them away, but they keep coming back.
Recon missions are reporting the NVA are digging trenches and foxholes closer
to the perimeter and circling the base. Everyone knows we 're getting surrounded. No
one says anything. We keep working on fortifying the bunkers, building trenches,
filling sandbags and shuffling ammo around.
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We're moving the ammo underground and dispersing it around the base. It was so
stupid to store the ammo all in one place and out in the open. We were just begging for
what happened. After countless casualties and the base practically leveled by the
ammo explosion, we are finally doing what should have been done in the first place.
Out in the distance, I can hear the noise of the C-130 Hercules conung to drop
supplies off The Lt. yells at us to watch for the supplies to drop and to be ready to
retrieve them. I hate running out there.
The NVA can always hear a C-130. They wait for it. When it's the most
vulnerable, they open up with everything they've got. Then the snipers wait for us to
run out and get the supplies, and try to pick us off one by one. You have to run like
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

have all the supplies. You feel like a rat that runs out and grabs a piece of cheese and
runs it back to his hole and then runs out again to grab another piece of cheese-all
the wl1ile hoping he doesn't get killed.
We are all fixated on the C-130 and getting ready for "rat duty." You can see
the plane coming in low with its nose up so it doesn't stall out. They have to move
fast. Otherwise, they have a good chance of being hit or stalling out. A number of
the supply planes have been hit ferrying in supplies, so the only ones flying in now
are volunteers.
Sometimes, tlley come in so fast that some of the supplies fall outside the
perimeter. We have no choice but to leave them. The plane starts dropping supplies so
we all run like hell and manage to get everything without anyone getting hit or killed.
I'm so thankful we all made it. We were down to one C-ration a day.
As I'm walking back to my hooch, the Lt. yells at me that I have a letter from
home. I'm so happy and walk over and get it. I rip the letter from Mom open. It's
so nice to hear from home. Mom says that soon I will be home and it will all be
over with.
As I tllink about what Mom said, I begin to remember Ronnie telling me how he
branded cattle. He said they would take a hot branding iron and place it on a cow. It
would sear a mark that could never be taken off.
My experiences at Khe Sanh are like that branding iron. They are forever branded
on my soul. It will never be over for me. Never. ..
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